The size and asymmetry of male secondary sexual traits are believed to convey reliable information to females concerning the quality of potential mates. Experimental manipulations of male sexual traits provide a powerful approach to the study of preference evolution. Nevertheless, the majority of studies rely on correlational evidence for selection acting on secondary sexual traits. Here we report that in three of four populations of the European earwig, Forficula auricularia, females mated sooner with males with longer forceps although there was no female preference based on forceps asymmetry. We isolated the potentially confounding influences of forceps length and asymmetry by independently manipulating each trait. Manipulations of forceps length confirmed that females preferred males with longer forceps. However, manipulations of asymmetry revealed that although females pay attention to forceps condition, they show no preferences based on asymmetry. No relationships were found between the length and asymmetry of forceps in field populations, and there were no differences in condition between symmetrical and asymmetrical males. Our results are consistent with the notion that female choice has contributed to the sexual dimorphism in earwig forceps. However, they refute the notion that fluctuating asymmetry plays a role in sexual selection.
A growing body of evidence supports the notion that female mate choice does occur and that mate choice decisions are based on secondary sexual traits (Andersson 1994) . However, identifying the properties of particular secondary sexual traits that are the focus of female choice can be difficult (Halliday 1983) . Correlations between secondary sexual traits and reproductive success are informative, although they can be influenced by other factors such as male dominance, female copying or male behaviour (Halliday 1983; Balmford 1991) .
To isolate the specific secondary sexual trait or feature of a trait that females are using to make mate choice decisions, the trait has to be manipulated independently of other potentially confounding effects. The manipulation of tail ornament length in the widow bird, Euplectes progne (Andersson 1982) and barn swallow, Hirundo rustica (Møller 1988) led to very similar results: compared with controls, males with elongated tail ornaments had an increased mating success, but the mating success of males with shortened tails was reduced (Andersson 1982; Møller 1988) . Similarly, male satin bowerbirds, Ptilonorhynchus violaceus, with an artificially depleted number of bower decorations gained fewer mates than males with unmanipulated bowers (Borgia 1985; see also Andersson 1991). Manipulations of secondary sexual traits of invertebrates have not been made although enlarging the sexually selected leg tufts in video images of the displaying lycosid spider, Schizocosa oreata, elicited a higher frequency of female receptivity postures in females, than when the leg tufts were made smaller (McClintock & Uetz 1996) . Acoustic manipulations have demonstrated that in field crickets, Gryllus campestris, it is the female's preference for carrier frequency and the degree of frequency modulation in the male call (Simmons & Ritchie 1996) that make large symmetrical males more attractive. Møller (1993a, d) has argued that patterns of fluctuating asymmetry with respect to trait size may be good predictors of the underlying quality of individuals. Since sexual selection is directional, it is predicted to impose genomic stress that results in an increase in the degree of fluctuating asymmetry in sexually selected traits (Møller 1993a; Møller & Pomiankowski 1993) . Furthermore, where secondary sexual traits are costly to produce, individuals of high quality should be in a position to
